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Short-Time Work: The German Answer to the Great Recession
* 
 
Short-time work was the “German answer” to the economic crisis. The number of short-time 
workers strongly increased in the recession and peaked at more than 1.5 million. Without the 
extensive use of short-time work, unemployment would have risen by approximately twice as 
much as it actually did. Short-time work has certainly contributed to the mild response of the 
German labor market to the crisis, but this is likely due to the country-specific context. 
Although the crisis has been overcome and employment is strongly expanding, modified 
regulations governing short-time work are still in place. This leads to undesired side effects. 
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Across  the  world,  the  immediate  policy  responses  to  the  economic 
downturn mostly focused on avoiding job losses as well as stabilizing and 

































during  the  great  recession.

































broadly  adopted  by  the  Federal  Republic.  Short‐time  work  was  again  de‐
ployed on a large scale in the second half of the 1960s, which witnessed the 
































































































the  recent  economic  crisis,  many  more  firms  have  resorted  to  short‐time 
work than in the past (Figure 2). However, the average number of short‐time 
workers per firm is comparatively low. Hence, there are many firms with rela‐
















ment  of  employment  and  unemployment  indicates  more  of  a  loosening 
rather than a tightening of the labor market (Figure 4). Nevertheless, the 
number of short‐time workers is still considerably higher than before the cri‐
























































































































































vacation,  as  well  as  any  other  contractual  agreements)  also  remain  unaf‐
fected by the rules governing short‐time work. Generally speaking, this also 
applies to other agreed payments (Christmas and vacation bonuses, company 



















































months  (SPD,  2010).  The  idea  is  to  grant  long‐term  short‐time  workers  a 
longer period of wage compensation to protect them from entering unem‐
ployment.  Additionally,  the  Federal  Employment  Agency  would  reimburse 
social security contributions until the end of 2011. 
Similarly, an initiative from unions and management in the metal indus‐





to  this  agreement,  however,  the  Federal  Employment  Agency  will  bare  a 
share of the costs by reimbursing the social security contributions for the 
working hours lost, as already is the case. 





































recent  crisis  has  mainly  affected  export‐oriented  sectors,  particularly  the 















































Unemployed:  The  Effect  of  Temporary  Jobs  on  the  Duration  until  (Regular) 
Work," Journal of Population Economics, 24(1), p. 107‐139. 
















Sachverständigenrat  (1969):  “Alternativen  außenwirtschaftlicher  Anpassung,”  Jah‐











































































































Firms engaged in short-time work by firm size
1 - 9 10 - 19 20 - 49 50 - 99 100 - 199 200 - 499 500 and above Total
Firms with short-time work - percentage of all firms
1
I 2009 0,6 1,9 3,0 4,6 6,5 8,5 11,1 1,2
II 2009 1,5 4,5 7,1 10,4 13,8 16,8 18,9 2,7
III 2009 1,7 4,7 7,3 10,3 12,9 15,8 17,9 2,9
IV 2009 1,7 4,4 6,9 9,3 11,7 14,2 16,8 2,8
I 2010 1,6 3,4 4,9 6,4 7,7 8,7 10,2 2,3
II 2010 1,6 3,4 4,9 6,4 7,7 8,7 10,2 2,3
III 2010 1,2 2,2 3,1 3,9 4,6 4,8 5,2 1,6
IV 2010 1,0 1,7 2,3 2,8 3,5 3,7 4,2 1,3
Jan - Feb 2011 0,6 1,0 1,3 1,5 1,8 1,9 1,9 0,8
Share of firms with short time-workers (percentage)
I 2009 43,2 14,7 15,6 8,7 6,2 4,3 2,2 100
II 2009 44,2 15,7 16,1 8,8 5,9 3,8 1,7 100
III 2009 47,4 15,3 15,5 8,1 5,1 3,3 1,5 100
IV 2009 49,7 15,0 15,1 7,6 4,9 3,1 1,4 100
I 2010 53,1 14,8 14,2 6,8 4,1 2,5 1,2 100
II 2010 56,5 13,9 13,2 6,4 3,9 2,3 1,0 100
III 2010 61,7 12,8 11,5 5,5 3,3 1,8 0,8 100
IV 2010 63,8 12,3 10,9 5,0 3,1 1,7 0,7 100
Jan - Feb 2011 64,7 12,8 10,8 4,5 2,7 1,5 0,6 100
Short-time workers - percentage of all employees
1
I 2009 0,6 1,0 1,5 2,2 3,0 4,0 6,0 3,1
II 2009 1,3 2,3 3,3 4,3 5,4 6,8 8,8 5,2
III 2009 1,5 2,3 3,1 3,7 4,3 5,1 5,9 4,0
IV 2009 1,4 2,1 2,7 3,2 3,6 4,3 5,0 3,4
I 2010 1,3 1,4 1,6 1,8 1,8 1,8 2,0 1,8
II 2010 1,3 1,4 1,6 1,8 1,8 1,8 2,0 1,8
III 2010 0,9 0,9 0,9 0,9 0,9 0,7 0,7 0,9
IV 2010 0,8 0,7 0,7 0,7 0,7 0,6 0,6 0,4
Jan - Feb 2011 0,7 0,6 0,6 0,6 0,5 0,5 0,3 0,6
Share of short time-workers (percentage)
I 2009 3,7 3,4 7,6 8,9 12,5 19,4 44,5 100
II 2009 4,8 4,5 9,5 10,4 13,3 19,4 38,1 100
III 2009 6,8 5,7 11,3 11,6 13,5 18,5 32,7 100
IV 2009 7,6 6,0 11,6 11,4 13,1 17,9 32,3 100
I 2010 9,6 6,9 12,4 11,6 12,6 16,4 30,5 100
II 2010 13,1 8,1 13,7 12,5 12,9 15,1 24,6 100
III 2010 19,4 9,9 15,2 13,1 12,5 12,0 17,8 100
IV 2010 20,4 9,6 14,4 12,4 12,3 12,3 18,6 100
Jan - Feb 2011 22,0 11,1 16,3 13,3 12,0 13,7 11,6 100
1 Firms resp. employess among all firms with employment subject to social security contributions.
Sources: Federal Employment Agency, own calculations.




























































Share of reduced 
workung time
1
Sectors with above-average share of short-time workers
Manufacture of basic metals 120 887 29032 24,0 37,4 9,0
Manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers 223 509 58371 26,1 28,4 7,4
Manufacture of electrical equipment 81 377 19369 23,8 24,1 5,7
Manufacture of fabricated metal products 181 421 49758 27,4 24,0 6,6
Manufacture of rubber and plastic products 78 934 17478 22,1 22,8 5,1
Manufacture of machinery and equipment 222 391 64409 29,0 22,8 6,6
Manufacture of textiles 16 816 3965 23,6 21,8 5,1
Manufacture of computer, electronic and optical products 72 917 18007 24,7 17,0 4,2
Manufacture of leather and related products 2 003 457 22,8 12,7 2,9
Manufacture of basic chemicals 40 567 8794 21,7 12,6 2,7
Manufacture of non-metallic mineral products 24 353 6271 25,7 12,0 3,1
Manufacture of pulp, paper and paperboard 13 077 2587 19,8 10,3 2,0
Manufacture of furniture 11 757 2539 21,6 10,1 2,2
Repair of fabricated metal products, machinery and equipment 12 972 3388 26,1 9,7 2,5
Manufacture of wood and of products of wood 10 354 2685 25,9 9,2 2,4
Travel agencies, tour operator 5 360 739 13,8 7,5 1,0
Other manufacturing 13 516 3280 24,3 6,3 1,5
Quarrying of stone, sand and clay 2 440 838 34,4 6,2 2,1
Printing and reproduction of recorded media 10 170 2386 23,5 5,9 1,4
Warehousing and support activities for transportation 31 680 7016 22,1 4,9 1,1
Other sectors with a substantial number of short-time 
workers
Architectural and engineering activities; technical analysis 17 594 6459 36,7 4,4 1,6
Wholesale trade 54 843 13060 23,8 4,1 1,0
Activities of employment placement agencies 20 638 8197 39,7 3,7 1,5
Management consultancy activities 10 329 2562 24,8 2,7 0,7
Specialised construction activities 25 891 9096 35,1 2,4 0,8
1 Share of short-time workers resp. full time-equivalents among employees subject to social security contributions.
Sources: Federal Employment Agency, own calculations.– 18 – 
Figure 1
Number of short-time workers in Germany







































West Germany East Germany
 – 19 – 
Figure 2
Number of firms with short-time work and short-time workers per firm




























































































































1 Short-time work due to a temporary, cyclical drop in demand.




















































































2 (since October 2008)
1 Short-time work due to a temporary, cyclical drop in demand, full-time equivalents.
2 Seasonally adjusted.
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Short-time work Employment Unemployed
 – 22 – 
Figure 5
Number of people firms had planned to assign to short-time work
1 by sector
1 Short-time work due to a temporary, cyclical drop in demand.

















































Number of firms with short-time work and short-time workers
1 per firm
1 Short-time work due to a temporary, cyclical drop in demand.







































































































































Developement of employment and short-time work




























































































Short-time worker, full-time equivalent
1 Short-time work due to a temporary drop in demand (type 1), full-time equivalents.
Sources: Federal Employment Agency, own calculations.– 25 – 
Figure 8
Short-time workers
1 by reduction in working hours
1 Short-time work due to a temporary,cyclical drop in demand.



























































less than 25% 25% to 49% 50% to 74% 75% to 99%
 – 26 – 
Figure 9
Number of short-time workers
1 by duration of short-time work
1 Short-time work due to a temporary, cyclical drop in demand.



























































up to 3 months 3 to 6 months 6 to 12 months
12 to 18 months more than 18 months
 
 